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The papers included in this special issue of Kaohsiung
Journal of Medical Sciences are wonderful fruits of 
the International Conference on Woman Scientists
(ICWS) held at Kaohsiung Medical University in
early September, 2009. The conference was funded by
the National Science Council of Taiwan, and guided by
the Council’s policy of advancing gender equality in
science, medicine, technology and related fields. The
purpose of the conference was to appreciate women’s
scientific achievements, to understand the current
conditions of women working in science, and to inspire
the younger generation to enter the sciences. The pre-
sentations featured successful role models who dis-
cussed their personal experiences—not only how they
coped with problems, but also how they enjoyed
being scientists—and panel discussions for presen-
ters and audience members alike to share their expe-
riences and strategies. The 2-day event facilitated
many stimulating dialogs across a number of bound-
aries—national, disciplinary and generational. The
conference was exciting, engaging and encouraging.
To carry on the spirit of the conference and to dis-
seminate the knowledge gained there to a wider
audience, The Kaohsiung Journal of Medical Sciences is
proud to present this special issue. Much of the ear-
lier groundbreaking work on gender and science has
been in the tradition of feminist critiques of science,
the history of science and the sociology of science,
but little work has been done outside the West or on
non-Western science. This special issue is a rare excep-
tion within academia, as it contains authors from sev-
eral continents discussing gender and science inside
and outside of Asia, and across a variety of interdisci-
plinary issues and perspectives. 
The participation of women, or lack thereof, in sci-
ence, and the gender politics of scientific knowledge,
remains significant research issues, whether in the
Western context or elsewhere. Nevertheless, as the arti-
cles in this issue show, the concepts available to under-
stand these issues (and to do something about them as
a problem in science and society) have become more so-
phisticated compared with those reported in the past. 
In Taiwan, the study of gender and science has
recently become a vibrant area of study as part of a
growing interdisciplinary community of research on
science, technology and society. Like many of the
other ICWS participants, the authors in this issue are
aware of their dual responsibilities, scholarly and social.
The papers included in this issue speak precisely to
these dual aspects of understanding female scientists’
achievements, strategies, and situations.
There are three themes of papers in this issue. The
first theme shows how some women have made it in
science—their career paths, personal lives, and sur-
vival and success strategies (including mentoring and
networking).
In this theme, there are papers by Margaret
Heitkemper, Nai-chang Yeh, and Gisela Kaplan.
Heitkemper’s paper, “Asking the Why Questions,” as
she describes it, “identifies factors that promote a
productive and rewarding career.” Her career began
with a seemingly romantic object that inspired her to
go into health science: a biology set that included a
microscope, dissection tools, and a preserved frog.
Nevertheless, having a career in science is no roman-
tic matter, and she emphasizes the importance of men-
torship and collaboration. She advocates the need for
interdisciplinary and translational research, and she
herself is an excellent example of such a productive
approach. She concludes her paper by drawing atten-
tion to the critical issue of the attrition of women
from scientific career paths. She identifies it as a criti-
cal loss of intellectual capital, one of the central con-
cerns throughout this issue.
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Nai-chang Yeh’s paper, which she so forcefully
titled, “A Journey of No Return, No Regrets,” is also a
biographical account of her life as a female physicist.
Growing up as an outstanding student in Taiwan, her
fearlessness and assertiveness are rare qualities that
guided her through her journey. This may have some-
thing to do with a culture that recognizes merit more
than any other qualities. It is only recently in Taiwan
that discourses in biological differences have begun
to spread the notion that girls are not fit for science.
As the first Asian female faculty member at the
California Institute of Technology, Nai-chang Yeh’s
experience reveals the intersection of gender and
racial politics at several levels. 
The second theme concerns the gender politics of
scientific knowledge. Lesley Rogers’s paper is an up-
date of her well-received book Sexing the Brain (2001).
In her paper, she highlights that the recent upsurge 
in biological explanations for gender differences in
behavior are part of a conservative social force. As
she so persuasively writes: “Such genetic and hor-
monal explanations of human behavior, formulated
with little consideration of the influences of experience
and often without taking experience into account at
all [are] pseudoscientific.” We learn from her paper
that the processes involved in brain and behavioral
differentiation between the sexes are flexible and
open-ended.
In refuting the biological deterministic views of
gender differences, we are on our way to think about
the social issues that impact women in science, which
is the third theme in our current issue. Personal quali-
ties may play a role in women’s performance in science
(and academia in general) to a certain degree, but
institutional support and social network are equally, if
not more, important. Gisela Kaplan’s paper, drawing
from personal experiences and sociological obser-
vations, shows just how important it is for women 
to receive advice from friends. She emphasizes the
importance of institutions in fostering relationships
and, thereby, careers by providing opportunities that
are “supportive rather than competitive.”
Lingfang Cheng’s paper explores the “leaky pipe-
line”—the steady attrition of girls and women in sci-
ence at various points—for women in science. Based
on interviews with nine undergraduates, postgradu-
ates in medicine, and female medical practitioners,
she focuses on three aspects responsible for this leak:
countervailing sociocultural factors, having to juggle
between work and family, and the masculine culture
in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and med-
icine) that put women in an unfavorable position. As
she points out at the beginning of her paper, the leaky
pipeline is a well-researched issue, but little has been
done to understand its reality and effects on women
in non-Western contexts. 
In the same spirit of fostering dialogues across bor-
ders, Hsiu-yun Wang and Joel Stocker’s paper, taking
a historical approach, compares the first study on
women scientists in Taiwan (done in the mid 1990s)
with the current situation. Pointing out the dearth of
non-Western studies on gender and science, they argue
for the importance of situating “women in science” in
particular social, cultural and historical contexts. Many
Taiwanese women who grew up in the post World
War II era entered science by excelling in science sub-
jects, despite a lack of role models. Surveying over 20
biographies and autobiographies on the lives of women
scientists in Taiwan, they conclude by pointing out the
promising fact that not only women scientists them-
selves, but also many in broader society in and outside
of academia, are paying more attention to gender is-
sues in science, as the success of the ICWS can attest to.
These are the seeds of change that our readers can
look forward to, and help to cultivate, in the future.
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